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A  BREAK  BECOMES  REALITY  -  Harriet  Fielding 


Here  we  are,"  said  Elizabeth,  my  volunteer  guide,  "the  letter¬ 
ing  on  the  door  says  Broadcast  Services  for  the  Blind." 

We  opened  the  door  of  room  330  at  1;20  Taylor  Street,  San  Fran¬ 
cisco,  and  walked  into  a  pleasant  office.  "Hi,  come  on  in  and  make 

yourself  at  home,"  said  Jim  McGinnis,  from  behind  a  wide  counter- 
desk. 


We  sat  down  opposite  Jim.  I  put  my  trusty  cassette  recorder 
on  the  counter  and  said  to  Jin,  "Now  tell  me  all  about  it.  How 
did  Broadcast  Services  for  the  Blind  get  started?  When  did  you 
go  on  the  air?  >.Jho  is  financing  this?  Give  me  the  facts,  roan." 

Jim  laughed,  and  in  his  breezy  yet  serious  way  began  to  "pfve 
me  the  facts."  ^ 


^Bioaocasu  Services  for  the  Blind  is  the  only  radio  reading 
service  in  the  naiion  to  date  which  is  sponsored,  financed  and 
managed  by  an  organization  of  blind  persons— namely,  Blind  Sar 
Franciscans,  Inc."  McGinnis  said. 


"As  you  know. "  he  said,  "Radio  Reading  Services  for  the  Blind 
got  started  in  Minnesota  in  1968,  under  the  snonsorshiD  of  the 
public  agency  serving  the  blind  in  that  State*.  Since  then,  radio 
reading  services  have  sprung  up  all  over  the  country,  either  organ' 
ized  by  public  or  private  agencies  or  educational  institutions, 
using  public  financing." 


Ups  and  Downs 


The  original  idea  for  a  Bay  Area  radio  reading  service  was  not 
Blind  San  Franciscans.  Learning  of  the  initiation  of  the  Minnesota 
service,  the  San  Francisco  Public  Broadcasting  Station,  KQED-FK  ap¬ 
proached  the  California  Department  of  Rehabilitation  and  the  Cal¬ 
ifornia  Council  of  the  Blind  (now*NFBC)  for  assistance,  but  were 
turned  down  by  both  because  of  cost.  The  idea  was  dropped  by  the 
local  station  and  the  whole  matter  lay  dormant  in  the  minds  of 
several  blind  persons  for  nearly  five  years. 

In  the  meantime,  the  San  Francisco  chapter  of  the  California 
ouncil  of  the  Blind  withdrew  from  the  organization  and  formed  the 
Blind  San  Franciscans,  Inc.  These  were  the  folks  who  still  har- 
oored  the  idea  of  a  reading  service  for  SF  Bay  Area  blind  persons. 

a  bd,  £Ll^Io£;  /  cO  UH  /9  Tf;  6  <?-?£> 
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Blind  San  Franciscans  Act 


In  1972  the  membership  decided  to  add  the  radio  reading  serv¬ 
ice  to  the  long  list  of  projects  for  the  benefit  of  blind  individ¬ 
uals  already  successfully  accomplished.  Jim  McGinnis  was  given  the 
nod  to  follow  through,  and  this  -he  did  with  the  dedicated  coopera¬ 
tion  of  the  entire  membership. 

Five-Year  Struggle 

Three  years  had  passed  before  Jim  and  his  committee  found  a 
radio  station  whose  management  agreed  to  carry  a  radio  reading 
service  for  the  blind.  Radio  station  KCSM-FM,  College  of  San 
Mateo,  San  Mateo  Community  College  District,  granted  the  use  of 
its  transmitter  to  the  newly  created  Broadcast  Services  for  the 
Blind.  McGinnis,  et  al,  had  convinced  the  District  Board  that 
with  a  potential  of  5000  listeners  in  the  five  Bay  Area  counties 
the  station  can  reach,  the  project  would  be  most  worthwhile. 
Programs  for  blind  listeners  would  go  on  the  air  from  the  San 
Mateo  station  by  way  of  a  direct  telephone  line  from  a  downtown 
San  Francisco  broadcasting  studio.  Using  a  $7000  grant  matched 
by  Blind  San  Franciscans,  25>0  "receivers"  (one-station  radios) 
were  ordered  pending  purchase  of  equipment. 

Finding  a  Broadcasting  Studio 

Months  passed  in  what  appeared  to  be  a  fruitless  search  for  a 
suitable  location  for  a  studio.  At  last,  through  sheer  coincidence 
and  pure  luck,  they  found  a  location  which  more  than  met  their 
needs.  Room  for  soundproof  recording  booths — room  for  equipment, 
room  for  storage,  room  for  an  office,  and  room  for  a  volunteer 
lounge. 

Where  was  this  fine  place?  On  the  third  floor  of  a  building 
formerly  owned  and  occupied  by  the  National  Broadcasting  Co.,  and 
now  in  use  by  one  of  the  local  television  stations.  Centrally  lo¬ 
cated,  easily  accessible  by  public  transportation,  safe  for  volun¬ 
teers  to  come  to,  and  with  tight  building  security. 

Blind  San  Franciscans  rented  part  of  the  third  floor  (1100 
square  feet). 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 
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Finest  Equipment 

» 

The  best  broadcasting  and  recording  equipment  available  was 
purchased.  It  is  professional,  as  used  by  the  commercial  radio 
stations . 

Personnel 


With  equipment  installed  and  receivers  on  hand,  a  regular 
staff  and  a  corps  of  volunteers  must  be  found.  Jim  McGinnis,  his 
ground  work  now  complete,  became  the  project  director.  Jim 
Grisham,  vice-president  of  Blind  San  Franciscans,  is  coordinator 
of  volunteers;  and  a  group  of  15>0  volunteer  readers  is  ready  for 
assignments.  Going  "on  the  air"  time  is  at  hand. 

An  experienced  radio  communication  engineer  sat  at  the  panel. 
Broadcast  Services  on  the  Air 


At  8:00  a.m.  on  October  6,  1977,  the  engineer  twirling  dials 
and  knobs,  Broadcast  Services  for  the  Blind  went  on  the  air  and 
has  been  on  the  air  five  days  a  week  ever  since. 

Program 

At  present  the  program  is  limited  to  the  reading  of  daily 
newspapers,  live  and  recorded,  as  well  as  books  and  magazines. 
There  are  several  special  programs  each  evening,  such  as  book 
reviews,  music  and  theater  performance  critiques,  and  a  business 
report . 

Broadcast  hours  are  from  8:00  a.m.  to  12:00  noon,  and  6:00 
to  9: 00  p.m.  Plans  for  additional  programs  are  in  the  works, 
and  it  is  anticipated  that  the  number  of  hours  of  broadcast  time 
will  be  extended  after  the  first  of  the  year.  KCSM-FM  is  on  the 
air  for  18  hours  daily,  and  Broadcast  Services  may  use  the  trans¬ 
mitter  for  the  same  18  hours. 

Listener  Reaction 


McGinnis  said  that  judging  from  the  requests  from  blind  per¬ 
sons  for  receivers.  Broadcast  Services  is  filling  a  need.  "Of 
the  original  2$0  receivers  on  hand,  only  a  very  few  remain.  These 
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will  go  on  a  "first  come,  first  served  basis,"  he  said.  Comments 
from  listeners  on  programming  have  been  favorable.  Of  course, 
we  get  criticisms,  too — somebody  reads  too  fast,  or  an  article  is 
not  read  all  the  way  through.  But  we  are  keeping  our  fingers  on 
the  listener's  pulse.  A  "call-in"  program  scheduled  for  January 
should  put  us  in  even  closer  touch  with  our  listeners." 

Two-Way  Street 

Concluding  our  interview,  Jim  said:  "You  know,  not  only  is  our 
service  benefitting  the  listener,  but  the  volunteer  is  reaping  ben¬ 
efits,  too.  Sure,  we  can't  get  along  without  them — they  are  won¬ 
derful.  But  not  only  are  they  gaining  experience  in  the  broadcast¬ 
ing  craft,  but  they  are  learning  that  we  blind  people  are  just  like 
everybody  else — they  don't  have  to  shout,  they  don't  have  to  say 
"watch  out"  every  time  you  move.  In  short,  now  they  understand 
that  blind  people  are  "just  people".  It's  a  two-vray  street." 

The  interview  over,  we  rose  to  go.  Impressed,  Elizabeth  asked 
for  an  appointment  to  audition  as  a  volunteer  reader.  I  picked  up 
the  sturdy  box  containing  my  own  receiver,  and  after  a  guided  tour 
of  the  entire  studio,  we  left. 


Am  I  You? 

I  am  a  blind  individual.  My  friend  is  an  individual  who  is 
blind.  I  sit  alone  most  of  the  time  as  I  cannot  travel  indepen¬ 
dently.  My  friend  has  a  busy  full  life  as  he  has  veiy  good  mo¬ 
bility.  I  eat  TV  dinners  and  baloney  sandwiches,  while  my  friend 
eats  nutritious  meals  he  has  prepared  himself .  I  have  no  hobbies 
or  interests  because  my  favorite  saying  is,  "I  can't  do  that." 

My  friend  finds  ways  of  adapting  to  most  situations  and  figures 
out  ways  of  doing  for  himself. 

I  don't  participate  in  organized  groups  of  people  with  sim¬ 
ilar  problems.  My  friend  gives  freely  of  his  talents  in  such 
groups,  and  thus  helps  others  as  well  as  himself .  I  do  not  func¬ 
tion  well  in  the  sighted  world  as  I  don't  read  or  keep  up  with 
current  events.  Ify*  friend  does  these  things  and  is  an  asset  to 
any  group.  My  blindness  is  a  total  disability.  My  friend's 
blindness  is  a  slight  hindrance.  Am  I  you? 

(Reprinted  from  The  White  Cane  Bullotin.  published  by  the 
Florida  Council  of  the  Blind) 
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